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All judgements about land and property require information. At present the availability of that data is 
patchy in the extreme. The Domesday 2000 Project has been seeking to solve this problem by ensuring 
that by the end of the decade there is a national computer communications system which links all 
providers and users of information about land and property. Its proposals are beginning to be adopted 
by government with the creation of a region pilot system. 
This paper begins by describing the Domesday concepts for the establishment of a National Land 
Information System (NLIS) in Britain. Under headings including project awareness, standards,feasibil
ity testing, co-operation, legislative change, copyright and pricing issues and financing, it discusses how 
a number of key developments have led to the opening for a regional pilot system, identifying changes 
both legislative and institutional required to ensure success. 

1. Introduction 
In a nation with a total property asset estimated to be worth 
more than £1300 billion, there remains no single system for 
the management and collation of information about this 
resource. Traditionally attitudes to open access to data have 
been poor, but this is rapidly changing. The Domesday 2000 
project is seeking to solve problems of data availability by 
taking advantage of attitude change and the continued de
velopment of technology to ensure that a National Land 
Information System (NUS) exists in Britain by the year 
2000. 

A NUS would make use of a number of up-to-date, 
regularly maintained and comprehensive data sources ex
isting within both central and local government as well as 
the private sector. At remote terminals, data from anyone of 
these sources could then be accessed and used from any
where in Britain. On payment of an appropriate fee, the 
system would be available to all, making information a 
tradable resource. The user base and range of applications 
of a NUS are potentially enormous. With information con
cerning the ownership, value, use and context of all land 
and property available at the touch of button and software 
to allow its integration and analysis, working practises in 
the property sector in particular, will be revolutionised. 

A NUS cannot be implemented immediately. Since its 
inception in November 1991, the Domesday 2000 Project 
has been responsible foridentifying the issues and problems 
to be solved if its proposals are to be realised. Through its 
research group it has addressed some of the main issues, 
developed project awareness and progressed discussion of 
the concepts for NUS. These ideas have now been adopted 
by the NUS Steering Group, which has evolved from the 
Citizens Charter body (Cm 2101). This group is chaired by 
HM Land Registry and has representation from organisa
tions including the Ordnance Survey (OS), the Valuation 
Office Agency (VOA) as well as the Royal Institution of 
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Chartered Surveyors (RICS), Department of the Environ
ment (DoE) and the Local Government Management Board 
(LGMB ). Their aim is to provide faster and easier access to 
public records of land and property information. By creat
ing a regional pilot system, the practical and institutional 
feasibility of a NUS is beginning to be tested. 

The Domesday and NUS Groups remain separate but 
maintain very close liaison. The Domesday Project backed 
by the RICS, however, can undertake pro-active tasks such 
as lobbying ministers which the government group by defi
nition is unable to do. If the proposal for a NUS is to be 
realised then it must address and overcome many complex 
issues. The organisational co-operation being exhibited at 
present can only be of benefit. 

This paper discusses the prospects for a NUS under a 
number of headings. These include project awareness, leg
islation change, practical feasibility, co-operation, 
standards, issues of legality copyright and pricing and fi
nance. It opens by giving a description of how a NUS might 
be organised and closes with a summary and a discussion 
of the role central government must now play. 

2. The Organisation of a NLIS 
The quantities of data held by the organisations which it is 
proposed to connect within a NUS are enormous. To hold 
them within a single database would create difficulties in 
terms of update, maintenance and security. Domesday pro
poses that data sets should remain with their owners. 
Therefore data providers who.know most about their data 
would be responsible for its update and maintenance. Data 
holders would be linked to data users through a centralised 
hub via a Wide Area Network or WAN. Essential to the 
success of a NUS is continual data update. By holding data 
at disparate sites the problems of data management and 
update are removed. 

Queries conducted from access centres would be con
nected to the relevant data supplier or suppliers via the hub. 
This hub could provide a means of employing pricing 
policies and diverting funds back from data suppliers, so 
that users of information could be presented with a single 
itemised bill. The need for the hub to contain centralised 
computer systems is open to question. Improvements in 
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Figure 1 - The proposed structure of a NLIS 

technology by the year 2000 could mean that most of the 
routine data integration and management tasks are carried 
out at the desktop. 

3. Progress and Towards National Land In
formation System 

3.1 Project Awareness 
Awareness must be a critical element of any project attempt
ing to achieve an impact on a national scale. Since June 
1993 the Domesday 2000 Demonstrator has successfully 
been used to generate project awareness. The computer 
package developed shows how a NUS might worlc in the 
year 2000, incorporating information from the key suppliers 
of data in a GIS environment. It has helped form a vision 
and understanding ofNLIS concepts in the minds of poten
tial users and key data providers, bringing them together 
and establishing a pre-cursor to the NLIS Pilot. 

3.2 Standards 
Local authorities are responsible for the collection, manage
ment and transfer of vast quantities of spatial information. 
Often data is maintained under statutory requirement such 
as local land charges, planning registers, the community 
charge register and the electoral register. The realisation for 
the need to adopt common standards and avoid problems of 
data duplication, access, retrieval and exchange will occur 
unless a common specification is established. 
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A local government worlcing party under the guidance 
of the Local Government Management Board (LGMB) has 
produced a specification for a National Land and Property 
Gazetteer (NL&PG). This will provide a standard means of 
referencing all land parcels in Britain. It was launched in 
June 1994 as the second part of BS 7666, part 1 being the 
National Street Gazetteer and part 3 a standard for ad
dresses. The NL&PG trial is undergoing final field trials. 
These standards are vital for NUS data integration and 
maintenance. A NL&PG would provide the mechanism for 
access to data and links to all data sets holding a common 
reference. The NL&PG is to be included in the NLIS Pilot 
system. 

3.3 Practical Feasibility 
Through their involvement with the NLIS Group the OS, 
the VOA and HMLR have been working very closely in a 
project to assess the practicalities of combining and/or cross 
referencing their address information. Address provides the 
key to data sets held by these and many other organisations. 
Addresses for two postal districts BS 3 and BS 13 in Bristol 
were selected. The purpose of this was to establish the 
feasibility of a NLIS pilot. Early results with simple com
puter matching programs were very positive and a 
combined address set has been created. 

In creating a pilot system in Bristol, the NLIS Group 
will take advantage of other initiatives. These include the 
BS 7666 part 2 the NL&PG, which is undergoing final field 
trials with Bristol City Council for the same two postal 
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districts as well as Bristol City Councils own initiative 
Property and Land Users Group (PLUG) to develop a 
central gazetteer for its directorates. The NLIS Pilot Team 
are now developing proceedures for reformatting address 
data to meetBS 7666, assigning Unique Property Reference 
Numbers (UPRNs) and considering how this might be 
maintained. By allocating the identical UPRN held in the 
gazetteer to addresses held by data providers the NL&PG 
will provide the common link between, users, providers and 
their data. The first stage of the pilot will test the use of a 
computerised NL&PG across networks to extract data sup
plied by the OS, VOA, HMLR and Bristol City Council. 
Aspects of data maintenance, co-ordination of change and 
entry via map and gazetteer will included in time. 

Such a project will throw considerable light upon the 
technical issues of NLIS and draw attention to the legisla
tive and institutional problems which provide the real 
stumbling blocks at present. The pilot must be seen to be a 
success and for this reason further market testing may be 
required to ensure that only relevant, accurate and up to date 
data is made available to users. 

3.4 Co-operation 

Volumes of land and property data are ever increasing. 
Co-operation within and between organisations managing 
the collection, storage and retrieval of data is vital if stand
ards, accuracy, duplication and maximisation of its use are 
to be achieved. The building of partnerships is clearly 
critical to the creation of a NLIS. For example, address 
information is key to the creation of a NL&PG but must be 
continually updated. By combining and co-ordinating re
sources those organisations who collect this type of 
information can only benefit from co-operation, saving time 
and money and improving data quality and update. 

3.5 Legislative Change 

Probably the greatest stumbling block for a NLIS at present 
is provided by the inadequacies of the UK Data Protection 
Act (1984 ). In its present form it is likely to preclude the 
use of data in the ways that a NLIS would require. The need 
to cite every intended usage of a registered data set could 
be difficult when there might be many thousands of poten
tial uses. This would make access to an on-line NLIS 
difficult. 

Other problems lie with the interpretation of phrases 
such as "data cannot be used for any other purpose than that 
for which it was intended", which could mean data must be 
recollected for each new application. For example, the 
information collected by farmers about their land for the 
Integrated Administrative Control System (IACS) and col
lated by the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food 
(MAFF) would form a comprehensive base to the proposed 
National Land Use Stock Survey (NLUSS) but the use of 
the data is prohibited by the DPA. A NLIS would provide 
access to all sources of land and property information, 
however the DPA makes little provision for the difference 
between this and personal information, but what constitutes 
personal data ? At present there is little case law to test this. 
It is critical that the DPA 1984 is now reveiwed with respect 
to the transfer of information accross networks. 
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3.6 Issues of Legality, Copyright and Pricing 

Although a number of complex issues have begun to be 
addressed by Domesday, there remains a number including 
copyright and pricing, system security, legal i;Ssues, data 
availability, confidentiality and data supply requirements 
still to be resolved. 

3.6.1 Legal Issues 

Intrinsic to legal issues are access and liability for data. 
Access includes questions of ownership, sharing, privacy, 
political control and cost recovery. Liability includes ques
tions of error, misuse of data and information and 
compatibility which involve guarantees of quality for data, 
would this lie with the managers of the NLIS or the data 
suppliers? Quality could be given by the level of accuracy 
and currency of the data with data maintenance the respon
sibility of the suppliers. 

3.6.2 Copyright and Pricing 

The copyright attached to data governs the pricing policy 
of its sale to other users. Information providers will only be 
persuaded to allow access to their data if the safeguards 
exist to ensure they receive the correct financial returns. 
Copyright law can be used to restrict the use of the data use. 
Only after clarification could this be successfully applied to 
the NLIS. A pricing structure accommodating all key data 
providers and data users should be decided, so that the 
corporate users willing to pay 'whatever it costs' do not 
banish the individual. 

3.7 Finance 

Without funding NLIS will no proceed. To date the Domes
day 2000 Demonstrator Project has been supported by a 
number of organisations including Capital and Counties, 
the RICS and OS. However as the ideas of Domesday 
become imbedded within those of the NLIS Group, greater 
commitment rather good-will must now be given. If a pilot 
system is to achieve its full potential, it must be properly 
financed. The role ofNLIS as a national asset demands that 
the implications of the chosen funding source are consid
ered carefully. 

4. Conclusions 
This paper has outlined how the ideas of the Domesday 
2000 Project are beginning to be adopted by the NLIS 
Steering Group and this is helping to build co-operation and 
collaboration between OS, VO, HMLR and Local Authori
ties with the trial in Bristol. This exercise is important, not 
only for the partnerships it is building but for achieving 
conformity in the usage of data and standards, particularly 
BS 7666 part 2. This will provide the entry key into NLIS, 
but must be maintained and updated continually. The ques
tion still remains as to who will undertake the task of 
custodianship. The pilot system project will help shed some 
light on the possibilities for this and test how update can be 
managed so that all data providers are notified instantane
ously of address and referencing changes. 

In part the work of Domesday is complete, their is now 
an inevitability about the creation of a NLIS, the main 
stumbling block remains specifically with the DPA and in 
this respect Domesday has a role to play in continuing with 
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its awareness campaign, demonstrating the potential of 
open access to all sources ofland and property information. 
There is still no sign that central government is willing to 
inject fmance, although in a recent statement from the 
cabinet office references were made to "openness and ac
cessibility" to government held data and recognition given 
to the opportunities of using the 'information superhigh
ways' for its transfer. It remains to be seen as to whether this 
is a personal view held by all cabinet ministers. In the 
United States, the investment is being made, the National 
Spatial Data Infrastructure (NSDI) initiative being pro
moted by Bill Clinton is being rapidly set-up, to co-ordinate 
the access and purchase of spatial information. 

Since the opening of the Land Registry to public in
spection in December 1990, the building blocks for a NUS 
in Britain have been dropping into place. Consider some 
examples: the Ordnance Survey will have completed a 
programme of digital map conversion by mid 1995; the 
Land Registry will have all registered titles held on com
puter by 1998 and has established a Direct Access Pilot 
allowing on-line access for the public to their data for the 
first time; standards for the maintenance and storage of 
spatial information are developing through organisations 
such as LGMB and the Association for Geographic Infor
mation (AGI) and being adopted universally; the Valuation 
Office Agency with some of the most valuable and compre
hensive land and property data holdings in the nation are 
designing a computer based data integration system for 
in-house use; the networkers and their technology are ready 
and a new and very valuable data set in NLUSS may soon 
be available but perhaps most importantly is the enthusiasm 
and co-operation which is being demonstrated by a range 
of organisations who can see the benefits not only for 
themselves but also for the common good and making 
access to data a simple process. 

The Bristol trials are utilising many of the above initia
tives yet this pilot is just one element of a program which 
is likely to ensure a NLIS will exist in some form by the 
year 2000. The decision as to whether full advantage of the 
potential is taken lies with central government and changes 
in legislation, a successful and imaginative pilot system will 
go a long way to ensuring that it is a positive one. Britain 
must take example from the United States and make certain 
that a NLIS initiative is driven from the top down. 
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